A n independent medical evaluation (IME) can be defined as a comprehensive evaluation of a health related issue by a health care professional who has no interest in and agrees not to subsequently treat the involved employee. Most occupational health nurses use IMEs primarily for management of workers' compensation (WC) claims. However, many other employee health issues outside the WC arena may require an opinion or an evaluation from a qualified independent health care professional. The more common reasons for using an IME are: • To determine causality (i.e., work relatedness) in a WC case.
• To establish the extent of injury or disability.
• To obtain an impairment rating.
• To evaluate rehabilitation potential.
• To obtain a second opinion related to treatment or surgery. • To resolve a difference of opinion between an employee's attending physician and the company physician.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
An IME should not be confused with other types of health evaluations that may be performed on a more routine basis by company physicians or consulting occupational health physicians (e.g., preplacement examinations, return to work [RTW] evaluations). The element of independence by the professional performing the IME is essential to ensure the examiner has no vested interest in the outcome of the evaluation. Based on the evaluation, the health care professional is asked to render an opinion and answer questions set forth in written communication to the examiner. This opinion becomes a legal instrument.
Occupational health nurses must be cognizant of the ramifications of an IME and actions that may be taken based on the results of an IME. The purpose of this column is to help occupational health nurses understand the various factors surrounding use of IMEs to maximize the value of IMEs used to manage employee health issues.
CLARIFYING THE ISSUE OR QUESTION FOR THE EVALUATION
The critical first step in the IME process is to identify, as specifically as possible, the purpose of the IME for the particular employee and the information needed from the examiner. Everything else should flow naturally from that appraisal of the core case issue. Clearly delineating the issue to be evaluated assists the examiner in focusing the examination and addressing specific concerns. When a question or dispute relating to the status of an employee exists, there are at least two different perspectives. Questions posited to the professional performing the IME must be presented in a way that guides the examiner without influencing the outcome of the examination. An "independent" examination should equate to an "objective" evaluation and documentation.
QUALIFICATIONS FOR INDEPENDENT MEDICAL EVALUATORS
The quality of both the examination and the subsequent examination documentation are of utmost importance. For an IME to be of value, a professional with specific expertise relating to the identified "problem" must perform the examination. Many factors need to be considered when selecting a health care professional to perform an IME, including:
• What type of specialist is most suited to perform the evaluation?
• What credentials should the examiner possess?
• What expertise is required by the examiner (e.g., clinician, researcher, Independent Medical Examination (IME) Resources ABIME ABIME, the American Board of Independent Medical Examiners has established national, uniform standards of competency for licensed physicians who conduct IMEs. For additional information about ABIME, the requirements for Certified Independent Medical Examiners (CIME), and ABIME's National Directory, visit http://www.abime.org or call 1-800-234-3490. Other National or local Organizations that provide IME Services Use any search engine to locate other IME providers. A recent search using "Google", with the key words "Independent Medical Evaluations" yielded over 1,600 hits. Using the advanced search option will help focus the search to limit the list of resources independent evaluator), and how experienced is the examiner in these roles (e. Although this is not a complete list, it provides guidance for the occupational health nurse when selecting health care professionals to perform IMEs. As previously mentioned, the type of examiner depends on the question or case issue that needs to be addressed. For instance, if the question is one of work relatedness for an occupational illness, or whether an employee is safe to work, an occupational health physician knowledgeable about work environments may be the most appropriate examiner. On the other hand, if the issue involves treatment appropriateness or extent of disability related to a knee injury, appropriate examiners could be either an orthopedic surgeon or a physiatrist.
Independent
After the specific type of health care professional has been identified, consideration should be given to the experience and credentials required to address the question or issue. For example, if the issue is related to clinical expertise, the examiner should have clinical experience and a clinical practice. If the issue requires a thorough examination of the literature, an examiner with research or academic experience might be appropriate. Consideration also may be given to whether a potential examiner is a certified independent medical examiner. See the Sidebar for a list of IME resources.
Regardless of the type of health care professional selected to perform the evaluation, a current, unrestricted license to practice is essential. Board certification in a recognized medical specialty, completion of appropriate continuing education, and clinical experience are factors to identify and consider. Other professional considerations include whether any disciplinary action, revocation, or suspension of practice privileges has occurred with potential examiners.
FINDING AQUALIFIED EXAMINER
Unfortunately, impressive credentials of potential examiners, such as education, experience at a prestigious university, IME certification, or superlative curriculum vitae, may not guarantee the examiner can perform or document the outcome of an IME in a superlative manner. Therefore, when selecting an examiner, the occupational health nurse may want to take some of the following actions to help increase the odds that the IME will be of superior quality:
• Request a copy of the potential examiner's documentation of an IME with all identifying data deleted.
• Talk with the company risk manager or counsel about specific health care professionals if the IME will be used in WC hearings, or has the potential for use in subsequent litigation or arbitration. For example, the risk manager or attorney may have experience (e.g., deposition , trial testimon y) in identifying the most appropriate examiner for a given client or case.
• Ask peers for references.
• Use the resources identified in the Sidebar.
SmlNG UP THE IME
Although many occupati on al health nurses will leave the mechanics of setting up an IME to a WC third party administrator, insurer, or attorney, the following steps are necessary to help insure the IME will result in a report covering the desired information.
• . Schedule an appointment and notify the employee .
• Compose a request letter.
Scheduling anAppointment and Notifying the Employee
After selecting the examiner, an appointment must be scheduled and the employee notified in writing with the date, location, and other instructions related to the appointment (e.g., what medical information to bring). In some states, the WC statute requires employees be given a specific amount of time between notification and the appointment.
Composing a Request Letter
As previousl y menti oned , the IME report is a legal document. In addition, all communication with the health professional performing the IME may be discovered in the event that a legal proceeding is initiated. The issues and questions for the evaluator must be identified and submitted to the IME health professional in writing. The written correspondence should serve as a confirmation of the agreement (i.e., a contract), specifying issues such as who will perform the IME and where the IME will be performed.
The letter to the eva luator should concisely outlin e the issue(s) in the case and identify the question(s) needing answers. A sugges ted format is: Management File number, date of injury (if applicable), and employee address and phone number.
• Opening paragraph. A few sentences specifying the reason for the evaluation (e.g., disability rating based on State guidelines) ; the date , time, and location of the evaluation; sc ope of the evaluation-clearly communicate to the examiner what servic es are being requested (e.g., medical record review and examination; whether the exam ination should include a health history; whether the examine r is authorized to obtain, order, or perform any additional diagno stic tests).
• Case summary. History of the case provided concisely and objectively without biasing the examiner (e.g., accident summary, dates of treatment and names of providers, other essential case information).
• List of documents. Medical reports, diagnostic test results, x-rays, and supplementary documents to be provided to the examiner, and whether they are attached or the employee is supplying the documents.
• List of questions. List of specific questions to be answered or addressed by the examiner. The questions may be numbered to make it easier for the evaluator to answer in the report.
• Closing pa ragraph. Additional information should be included, such as special instructions (e.g., request for a draft report or a telephone call following the evaluation) and where the report should be sent.
• Attachments. All pertinent medical records should be sent to the evaluator. If the reports are voluminous, it is advisable to summarize the reports and highlight the key points.
CASE EXAMPLE
Susan , a 47 year old production emplo yee, has been off work for 10 months for a non-work related cervical disc problem. During her time off, she has undergone two cervical discectomies at consecutive levels. The second surgery was perform ed becau se her sy mptoms of pain, numbne ss, and weakness were not resolved after the initial surgery. Susan 's short term disability benefit ends in 2 month s.
Further, pursuant to company policy, her employment terminates after she has been away from work for 12 month s. Susan is anxious to return to work before her empl oyment is term inated. Susan brings in a note from her surgeon stating she is able to return with no restrictions. Per policy, Susan is sent to the consulting plant physician for a RTW evaluation.
The plant physician documents that Susan has mild tenderness and decreased strength in her left upper extrem ity, with markedly decrea sed range of motion in her neck. The plant physician recommends permanent work restrictions (i.e., limited pushing and pulling; limited overhead reaching; 15 pound frequent or 35 pound occasional lifting restriction; no activities, such as forkli ft driving, requ irin g repetiti ve neck extension or turning the head).
The plant is unable to accommodate the restriction s. The attend ing surgeon is given a copy of the plant physician 's recommendation. After reviewing the recommendations, the surgeon states he does not agree with the need for restriction s. Susan threatens to sue the compan y if she is not returned to her former job. A decision is made to obtain a third opinion via an IME.
Clarifying theIssue or Question
The primary issue presented in this case is one of employee safety (i.e., Can Susan perform her job without risk of harm to herself?). In addition, the occupational health nurse may want to determine the circumstances under which Susan might be able to safely return to a different job within the company (i.e., If Susan cannot perform her current job , what job restrictions will she need ?). The examiner should be asked to provide written documentation that clearl y identifies the following:
• Can Susan safely return to her current job?
• Which jo b related activities can and cannot Susan perform (e.g., lifting 25 pounds from floor to waist height on a regular basis, no lifting over shoulder height)?
The examiner should not be asked to make a decision about whether Susan can or cannot return to work with specific restrictions. The decision to allow Susan to return to work must be made by the employer. A determination related to whether Susan can return to a different job within the company is a business decision that should be based on such factors as whether possible job modifications or accommodations are available, and the company s job placement policy. The examiner is expected to provide documentation to assist the employer or the employer s representatives to make an informed business decision.
Information for the Examiner
To respond to the questions or issues presented by the employer, in this case, the examiner must have:
• A complete job description listing ---
Management File
Susan s current job duties, including the job s physical requirements.
• A copy of the pertinent medical information related to the case: I) Reports from Susan s attending physicians of all medical treatment related to her current condition.
2) A copy of the RTW clearance from the surgeon, and the RTW evaluation performed by the plant consulting physician.
Who Should Perform the IME?
In this case, orthopedic surgeons, neurologists, neurosurgeons, or physiatrists are all competent to assess and care for a client with neck pain and may be deemed appropriate for performing the !ME. However, because the primary issue in Susan s case is workplace safety,consideration should be given to obtaining an IME with an occupational medicine specialist.
SUMMARY
The purpose of an IME is to obtain an impartial, objective evaluation of an employee s health condition. Based on the evaluation, the examiner is asked to render an opinion to answer questions set forth in written communication to the examiner. The opinion, which is grounded in the examiner s professional education, experience, and judgment, becomes a legal instrument. Occupational health nurses must be cognizant of the ramifications of an IME and the communications surrounding this examination. In addition, many factors can affect the quality of an IME. Occupational health nurses should be aware of these factors when facilitating an IME to ensure the precise focus and overall quality of the evaluation. 
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